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VIRTUAL CONFERENCING:

CONDUCTING A MEETING WITHOUT LEAVING HOME

In a previous article, | wrote about
how you can use e-mail to communi-
cate effectively with patients. Imagine
hosting a health class, and no one has
to leave home. This is now possible
through the telephone or the Internet.

Though the promise of videophones
was on the horizon years ago, the
supporting technology wasn't ready.
Today, we can conduct virtual group
meetings in which several people can
interact and share computer applica-
tions in real time.

One easy and inexpensive telephone
conferencing system is available
through  www.freeconference.com,
whose basic package is free. The only
cost for users is the long-distance
charge to call the conference number,
although a toll-free service can be
purchased.  After setting up an
account, the organizer goes to the Free
Conference site, signs in, sets up the
call, and enters in the e-mail addresses
of the attendees.

Participants phone the conference
number, the organizer enters each
one’s unique “admin.” number, and
they in turn enter their assigned code.
The organizer begins the discussion,
and retains the option of muting
callers or allowing all to interject. The
disadvantage is that the meeting is
limited to audio.

Most are familiar with Internet
instant chat programs such as, for
example, Microsoft's MSN Messenger.
In order to communicate, each user
must have previously downloaded the
same free service. MSN Messenger 7.5
allows you to talk to another person as
well as share applications such as
PowerPoint.  While MSN Messenger
can be utilized for a health talk, it only
lets you share PowerPoint with one
other person.

What if you want to invite several
patients to an online workshop?
Microsoft has recently released Live
Meeting 2005. All you need is a
computer and a high-speed connection
to the Internet.

Several companies offer Live
Meeting, and at different rates. When
| investigated, there were two main
types of plans. With the first, a flat
monthly fee, ranging from $75 to
$375 US (depending on the specific
company you select), permits up to
five people to access the Live
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Meeting “room.”

With the other system, depending on
the providing company, you have to
pay from 31 to 35 US cents per user
per minute (prices from various
companies).

It does take some tweaking to set up
and use Live Meeting, but afterward it
is fairly straightforward and allows
PowerPoint presentations as well as
speech, if users have microphones. All
users can view and edit PowerPoint
slides.

To fully utilize Live Meeting, you have
to obtain the software, which is free.
However, since there has been a prolif-
eration of viruses and spyware, people

A laptop computer
and a cell phone
make teleconferencing
a virtual reality.

may be concerned about downloading
yet another software program.

A cost-effective strategy for
combining visual and auditory might
be to convert your PowerPoint presen-
tation to a Web page, so patients can
follow along as they listen to your toll-
free teleconference.  Patients can
participate from the comfort of their
own home, and you could be on the
beach, managing everything with your
laptop and cell phone.

—By Michael Beattie, DC, Waterloo,
Ontario. A technology consultant, Dr.
Beattie can be reached by e-mail at
Michael@chirowebs.net.
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